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The Use of Recreational Drugs in Athletes Compared to Non-Athlete 
College Students: A Systematic Review
Ashleigh M Kramps
Fort Hays State University 
In this systematic review, collegiate athletes’ intake of 
recreational drugs will be assessed and compared to an 
average college student. This study will focus on the 
reasoning behind the usage and intake of recreational 
drugs including, but not limited to, alcohol, marijuana, 
tobacco products, and over the counter medication. This 
review will focus on college athletes from the age of 
18-24 who have partaken in the use of recreational drugs 
within the course of their college career. These studies 
were found using the Forsyth Library databases 
AccessMedicine, CINAHL, and Medline. The inclusion 
criteria included collegiate athletes, recreational drug 
use and peer reviewed journals. Exclusion criteria 
included geriatric patients, animal related cases and 
studies older than 1995. Articles were not included if 
they were not peer reviewed journals. 
Conclusion
Within the articles found, research shows a large 
percentage of the college athletes who participated in 
these studies have used recreational drugs at some 
point in their collegiate athletic career. The study 
consisted of 35,495 athletes contacted in some form to 
participate in the study and 21,755 students who 
participated in the combined studies.  The studies were 
reviewed statistically and proved over 50% of 
student-athletes partook in the use of drugs and alcohol 
during their season. Compared to the statistics of 
nonstudent-athletes, of which only around 45% 
admitted to the consumption of drugs and alcohol, it is 
statistically proven more student-athletes consume 
drugs and alcohol than regular students.  The articles 
did not indicate if the usage of recreational drugs 
increased the athlete’s performance or their chance of 
injury. 
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Authors Article Title Results
Driskell, J., Krumbach, C., & 
Ellis, D. (1998). 
Vitamin and mineral 
supplement use among college 
athletes
. Most athletes said they started taking vitamins and 
supplements due to a recommendation from a coach, 
family member, or fellow athlete. Males were more likely 
to use them as a performance aid while females were more 
likely to use them as a nutrient replacement. While the 
study did not provide any actual statistics, it did provide a 
guideline for how many students do take nutrients, 
vitamins and supplements. Out of 411 students, 220 
students took supplements throughout the course of the 
year
Druckman, J., Gilli, M., Klar, 
S., & Robison, J. (2015). 
Measuring drug and alcohol 
use 
      among college 
student-athletes
Future work is needed to accurately pinpoint specific 
substances and the frequency with which they are taken; 
for example, it could possibly be the percentage of 
individuals using banned substances stems from 
consuming significant concentrations of caffeine
Weschsler, Davenport, 
Dowdall, Grossman & 
Zanakos, (1997) 
Binge drinking, 
        tobacco, and illicit drug 
use and involvement in college 
athletics: a survey of students 
        at 140 American colleges
The majority (61%) of the men involved in athletics 
engaged in binge drinking; 55% of those partly involved in 
athletics and 43% of those not involved in athletics were 
binge drinkers. Among women, more of those involved in 
athletics engaged in binge drinking (50%) than those not 
involved, one third (36%) of whom had engaged in binge 
drinking. This study concluded with the researchers finding 
universities who had coaches who provided a drug and 
alcohol lesson had a decrease in recreational drug usage 
during the school year.
Yusko, Buckman, White & 
Pandina (2018), 
Risk for excessive alcohol use 
and
       drinking-related problems 
in college student athletes
A greater frequency of heavy drinking episodes was 
associated with being an athlete, male, white, an upper 
classman and affiliated with a Greek organization. This 
study showed male student-athletes reported drinking the 
most to help deal with the stresses of being a 
student-athlete. 
Tscholl, Alonso, Polle`, Junge 
and Drorak, (2010), 
The use of drugs and    
        nutritional supplements in 
top-level track and field 
athletes
The medication intake decreased with the increased 
duration of the events (1600 m dash compared to the 3200 
m dash). The study also showed African and Asian athletes 
reported using fewer supplements (0.85 versus 1.93 per 
athlete) and medications (0.41 versus 0.96) less than 
athletes from other continents. Athletes who competed in 
power events (field events) and sprinting events reported 
to taking more NSAIDs and fewer antimicrobial agents
Lilja, et al. (2018) High doses of anti     
       -inflammatory drugs 
compromise muscle strength 
and hypertrophic adaptations 
to    
        resistance training in 
young adults
The overall outcome of this study showed maximal 
over-the-counter doses of ibuprofen reduced strength and 
muscle hypertrophic adaptations to eight weeks of  
resistance training in young adults. It was recommended 
young individuals using resistance training to maximize 
muscle growth or strength should avoid excessive intake 
of anti-inflammatory drugs. 
Abstract
Research:
These studies focused on 21,755 students from 
multiple universities. All these students were 
contacted in some way to complete a survey, either 
online, in person or other forms. These surveys ranged 
in asking about the consumption of drugs and alcohol, 
why students partook in the consumption of drugs and 
alcohol in the first place and what types of drugs they 
consumed. Combining all the research shows over 50% 
of student-athletes partake in the consumption of 
drugs and alcohol.
Key terms: 
Drug use, collegiate athletics, athletes, alcohol and drug 
consumption.
Methodology:
These cases were found through the Fort Hays State 
University library databases AccessMedicine, CINAHL and 
Medline. Each of the articles found followed the 
inclusion criteria listed above and had to be published in 
a medical journal. The inclusion criteria included 
examining populations of college-aged athletes, 
recreational drug use (including tobacco, alcohol and 
over-the-counter medication) and peer reviewed 
journals. The exclusion criteria for this review were 
animal related cases, geriatric patients, articles older 
than 1995 and non-peer reviewed articles. 
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